Space, Time, and Architecture

Mikko Heikkinen Translation by Gareth Griffiths
A film should have a beginning, a middle and an end, but not necessarily in that order.
Jean-Luc Godard
The sky is overcast with heavy clouds and snow is falling lightly--perhaps that's why I'm the only one here. The mounds rise up from the level field, over ten of them in different sizes, some so low that it's possible to see over them, others two to three meters high. One differs in shape, having an oval base, somewhat like a ridge. The mounds seem to have no discernible order, symmetry, or astronomical code.
Because the ground still a moment ago was bare, the oblique snowfall quickly replaces the shadow lines; the windward side of the mounds is soon white, while the sheltered side remains green. The almost-square field is delineated by a low wall. Only a few gnarled oaks remain within the perimeter, though on the outside begins a dense forest. The murmur of the Scioto River can be heard from beyond the trees. We trudge through the soggy quagmire. The tops of the tussocks are bare but the "valleys" are thigh deep in snow, which is why Steve has acquired a pair of tall Viking brand rubber boots. The spring sun is blinding in a cloudless sky, and yet in the south I can make out Reykjavik harbor and the town silhouette. Directly ahead all the way to Greenland is the chilly Atlantic Ocean, to the north can be seen the Esja Mountains, and somewhere in the distance are Sneffel and Scartaris, along the crater of which the expedition sent by Jules Verne descended to the center of the Earth. We are at the cape at Vesturey, which, over a narrow, isthmus joins the Videy Island, where in 1989-1990 the American sculptor Richard Serra (b. 1939) built the landscape sculpture "Afangar. "
The National Gallery of Iceland and the Sculptors Association of Iceland invited Serra to make a sculpture for either a museum or one of the parks of Reykjavik, but already the journey from the airport made such an impression on the artist that a place was sought for outside the city. "My first impression of the landscape…was one of stark, immense vastness. Piles of lava strata extend to the horizon. There are no trees…I was completely taken by the strangeness of the land…to put it simply, it is 'another' space. "
Nine pairs of stone pillars were erected on a treeless basalt base which at its highest point is eighteen meters above sea level. The placement of the stone pillars seems at first glance arbitrary, but they have their own precise geometry. One of the totem pairs is three meters tall, the other one four meters. The lower one is always on the ten meter contour line, the taller one on the nine meter contour line, so that the top surfaces of all the columns are at the same height. The stones radiate from the centre point of the island but at the same time they form a linear route, a series of gates that leads the viewer around the perimeter of the island.
The pillars are grey-black basalt, the same material as the island itself. This type of basalt is formed when a thick lava flow is cooled rapidly by water, such that significant contraction forces build up. The extensive fracture network that develops results in the formation of a columnar basalt. It is not quarried or cut to shape, but the ready "basalt columns" are lifted directly from the mountain and cut to the desired length.
We walk quietly from one checkpoint to the next and chew on hardfiskur, dried cod, the Icelandic equivalent to potato crisps. Even though at the highest point of the island all the pillars are outlined as part of the horizon, it's not possible to grasp the artwork from a single spot. I notice how I look at the breathtaking landscape demarcated and divided up by these landmarks, those mystical pillars which, like the prehistoric megaliths, have meanings soon to be forgotten.
Afangar
Stations, stops on the road to stop and look: forward and back to take it all in
Jón Helgason
